PHYSICIANS   OF   THE   RENAISSANCE

Syphilis in Poetry

It was in 1530 that Fracastorius published ** that Divine
poem," written in 1521, and entitled Syphilis, sive morbus Gallicus*

HIERONYMUS FRACASTORIUS (1483-1553) was of noble family,
and being thus favoured by fortune was able to devote himself
to a life of study.2 Born at Verona, he spent most of his life at
his villa there, studying mathematics, geology, and astronomy,
practising medicine, and adding to those serious studies the
lighter pursuits of music and poetry. He was a student at Padua
along with his friend Copernicus, but while Copernicus con-
centrated upon astronomy, Fracastorius was attracted chiefly to
medicine. The poem on syphilis was his first and best known
work.3 In elegant verse modelled upon the style of Virgil, he
tells of a mythical young shepherd named Syphilus, who incurred
the anger of the gods by some act of impiety and was smitten
with a loathsome and contagious disease.

He first wore Buboes dreadful to the sight.

First felt strange pains, and sleepless passed the night.

From him the malady received its name.

The neighbouring shepherds catch'd the spreading Flame.

There is no story in the poem. Syphilus was merely the patient
on whom the poet grafted his description of syphilis, and of the
treatment by mercury and guaiacum, or Holy Wood, a remedy
of American origin which had accompanied the disease to Europe*
In 1519, ULRIGH VON HUTTEN of Tubingen, himself a sufferer
from the disease, extolled the virtue of this drug in a treatise which
was translated into English twenty years later under the title,
Of the wood called guaiacum that healeth the French pockes and also
helpeth the goute in thefeete.

The First Epidemiologist

Fracastorius did much more than merely describe and name
syphilis. He became keenly interested in epidemic diseases, and
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